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1642 and 1973, almost 350 youth were executed in the United States, with half of those 
executed being between ten and fifteen years of age.2 Since 1973, Texas has executed 
twelve minors, all age seventeen when the crime they committed occurred. None were 
executed prior to the age of twenty-four years of age. The Supreme Court stepped into 
this issue several times in the last decade or so, forcing states to drop support for the 
juvenile death penalty and eliminating life without parole sentences for minors. This 
has forced the state of Texas to change its laws and practices, including what to do with 
individuals like Scottie Forcey, who was convicted of shooting and killing Karen Burke, 
a convenience store clerk, in Alvarado in 2009. Forcey at the time was seventeen when 
he committed the crime and received a life sentence without parole. He will now be 
eligible for parole after forty years in prison.3

A related issue is the willingness of Texas to execute the mentally ill. Consider 
Scott Panetti, who has been on death row in Texas for over twenty years for killing 
his mother-in-law and father-in-law in 1992. Panetti has been hospitalized numerous 
times over a forty-year period for delusions, hallucinations, and schizophrenia. He 
represented himself at his initial trial in 1995 and demanded testimony from Jesus 
Christ, John F. Kennedy, and the pope. Panetti believes the gold filling in his mouth 
is a Bluetooth device, that singer-actress Selena Gomez is his daughter, and that CNN 
reporter Wolf Blitzer has his prison ID card.4 Panetti’s case eventually went to the U.S. 
Supreme Court, in which the high court ruled that criminal defendants sentenced 
to death cannot be executed unless they understand the reason for their imminent 
death.5 However, the court left it up to the states to determine when an inmate has 
a “rational understanding” of their punishment. While Texas courts have attempted 
to interpret the language broadly, the state continues to hold Panetti in a kind of 
limbo, with the state continuing to hold Panetti yet denying any funding to provide an  

The death penalty enjoys 
widespread support in 
Texas, and the state 
leads the nation in the 
execution of criminals 
annually. Texas in the 
past has executed 
women, juveniles, and 
the mentally ill.
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